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REPORT OF THE WASTEDATAFLOW USER GROUP WORKSHOP 

7th March 2007
1.  Purpose & Structure of the User Group meeting

This was the fourth meeting of the WasteDataFlow (WDF) User Group (UG) .  Waste managers from local authorities and representatives of local authority groups discussed the issues of the WDF municipal waste management tool.  Defra was represented at the meeting as were the contractors managing the delivery of the WDF system (Enviros).  Apologies were sent by the Environment Agency  who were unable to attend this meeting.  A full list of attendees can be found in appendix A.

Presentations

2.  Summary of new functionality – presentation by Julian Fox, Enviros

BVPI reports [implemented 26th October 2006]: The online Excel-based reports calculate the BVPIs and enable LAs to view quarterly BVPIs when data are entered from level 10 onwards.  The reports provide a detailed breakdown of the WDF data which are used to calculate BVPIs.
WDA mass balance report
 [implemented 29th January 2007]: Feedback following the last UG meeting was used to design the format of the WDA report.  Each WDA can see the breakdown of net diversion by material, percentage biodegradable content and net biodegradable recycling tonnages for each constituent WCA.  The report displays data from level 10 onwards and the level reached by each WCA (at the time of running the mass balance report) is displayed at the bottom of the mass balance summary sheet.  
Queued roll-up [implemented 23rd November 2006]: To ease the load on the server due to mass roll-up towards the end of each quarterly data submission deadline, queued roll-up has been implemented.  This means that when an authority rolls up their data, the return is put in a queue.  The roll-up process with still be instant during non-peak times.  During peak times the queued data returns will be rolled up successively and LA can view the progress of their queued return via the ‘Data menu’.
Destination lists [implemented 29th January 2007]:  New selection lists have been uploaded to WDF based on updated information from the Environment Agency.  User selection lists have been maintained as far as possible, old and new facilities have been matched.  The update means that more facilities are now available and inactive facilities have been removed.  Going forward, it is intended to update the lists on a more timely and regular basis. 
3.  Update on development programme – presentation by Amanda Norris, Enviros

Following the last user group meeting three development areas were identified as being high priority:

· LA question management 
This will enable authorities to exclude WDF questions that are not applicable to the waste management strategies in their individual authority.  The specification has been developed and this functionality is planned to go live during the next few weeks.  
· Auto upload of data

This is the most complex of the development items. The solution needs to be relatively flexible to allow for system changes and in order for it to be implemented across all LAs which will have different internal data collection systems/software in place.  Neil Ferris suggested that this could be linked directly to the software used at Weighbridge sites.  Gary Armstrong explained that they were looking towards a more generic solution e.g. the XML output specification which could be built into the LA software by their IT suppliers.  This item is still in the research and development stage and more information on the likely solution will be disseminated when available.
· User feedback on data submission

The main objective of this functionality was to provide an automatic mechanism to inform users of when data have reached L30/L35 for LATS.  Following the last UG it was thought that this functionality could be extended to inform WDAs of when their constituent WCAs have submitted data.  Carol Williams queried how the notification would work if a WDA is completing WCA returns on their behalf.  Gary Armstrong will re-visit the specification and ensure that this data entry situation is appropriately covered by the notification emails.  
Report review: a technical review has been carried out to assess the most effective way of delivering reports from WDF.  The review identified the following reporting requirements:
· Data are wanted in a format to allow manipulation, and further analysis

· Benchmarking across a wide number of authorities is a key need

· No strong requirement for ‘pretty’ formatted reports

· The availability of Excel to all WDF users
· Reports should be available to external WDF users 
Currently the Crystal reports are being used to benchmark and perform trend analysis for different authorities.  Whilst the Crystal reports delivered the initial reporting requirements, it is difficult to produce complex reports.  The existing Crystal Reports are all generated in PDF format.  This format is ideal for presentations and inclusion in formal reports but not convenient for other uses and in many cases users have to print off reports only to re-enter the numbers in Microsoft Excel.  

The results of the review show that the best tool would be to modify and expand the use of the mechanism that currently calculates the BVPI reports.  Complex data can be defined, pre-calculated and stored as C-variables
.  The Excel reports could then display these summary variables in a table with the underlying data from WDF displayed on a back tab.  The report selection screen would give users the flexibility to select one or many authorities (for benchmarking), one or many periods (time series), a group of C-variables and an Excel template to display the data.  
This reporting mechanism will allow benchmarking across a larger number of LAs (rather than the current limit of 4), the data output will be in Excel format and an option of Excel templates will provide the user with control of the look and feel of the report.

Group discussion: new functionality and development

Neil Ferris raised the query of ‘exempt sites’ – these are still posing a problem for many LAs and the EA’s collation of information on exempt sites seems to be haphazard.  Jane Hinton informed the group that one of the objectives of the Waste Data Strategy – which is being jointly taken forward by Defra and the EA – is to provide more timely/accurate waste data, much of which is being populated by (improving) EA systems.  Different sources of waste data will be uploaded to the data hub and ultimately the hub will be used to feed information on sites to WDF selection lists.  There is currently a phase of work to get the exempt sites into the data hub.  The EA are also running a survey on exempt sites to provide more information on capacity and throughput of waste at exempt sites.

Neil Ferris asked what is the best way for the public to access the 2005/6 WDF data.  Jane Hinton informed the group that Defra have produced National Statistics for 2005/6
.  People can also gain access to level 40 data by registering via the public access section of the WDF website and running the CSV downloads.
Jenny Line asked whether the breakdown of materials collected by 31 material types would be amended in light of the new WEEE regulations.  The WDF Operational Group reviewed the core question set during their last meeting and any changes to the material categories would have large impacts on other areas of the system e.g. reports.  Defra/Enviros will research what information will be required for WEEE and whether the material breakdown will need to be reviewed.  Any planned changes will be disseminated prior to implementation.  The Group felt that some specific guidance on data recording in WDF for WEEE would be helpful.
4.  Information on LATS audit to be carried out by the Environment Agency – presentation by Jane Hinton, Defra on behalf of the EA.
The EA will be carrying out a series of visits of local authorities as part of their monitoring role under LATS.  The aims are to identify best practice, share common issues and identify methods to improve data consistency and accuracy.  The EA have identified 24 LAs for a visit in year one using a risk-based desktop exercise which looked at authorities in terms of a number of areas (e.g. reporting and validation compliance, training and succession planning, variation in reported MSW over time, communication with WDF helpdesk, recycling and diversion rates, exporting MSW and whether a LA uses a MRF).  All 121 waste disposal authorities will be visited during the next three years.  
The EA will visit these 24 authorities during March and April and will be looking at the processes and systems in place to collect, quality assure and report data for LATS.  They will focus on data collection, provisions for quality assurance and how the LA reports the data to WDF.  They aim to report back to each authority by the end of May and a more generic report will be made available in the public domain by June.

Frances Clephan asked whether the EA will be reporting back to the Audit Commission to avoid duplication of efforts.  Jane Hinton said she understood that the Environment Agency are liaising with the AC on the audit process.

5.  A two-tier authority’s perspective
Carol Williams is the Performance Officer at Bedfordshire County Council.  She was invited to present to the UG her experiences working within a two-tier authority.  
Bedfordshire County Council is a Waste Disposal Authority which has three constituent Waste Collection Authorities.  In order to facilitate data submission to Defra & the EA for 2005/6, Bedfordshire County Council arranged a training session which was attended by the three WCAs and also a few unitary authorities from surrounding areas.  Two out of the three WCAs agreed to submit the data via WDF in 2005/6.  Bedfordshire County Council was served a notice by the EA as one WCA had not completed data on WDF and one WCA submitted incomplete data.  As a result, Bedfordshire County Council entered all the data for two of its WCAs for 2005/6.  
They acknowledged that the onus was on the WDA to ensure the data were submitted by WCAs so an agreement was made at Bedfordshire Authorities Waste Partnership (BAWP) that Bedfordshire County Council would enter and roll up data for their WCAs for 2006/7.  Carol produced guidance notes for the WCAs on which questions in WDF the WDAs would be entering data.  The guidance was accepted by all the WCAs.
Carol Williams still maintains internal LA spreadsheets which include all data collected from various sources – some data arrive weekly, other data monthly etc.  These spreadsheets have been modified to produce data in accordance with the WDF data input screens.  

Discussion
Frances Clephan highlighted to the group that this method of working has been successful for Bedfordshire County Council but it would not be possible to replicate in WDAs who have a large number of constituent WCAs.  It would not be feasible for one data manager to enter all data for constituent WCAs.  
Neil Ferris asked how does Carol decide on data categories etc. when she inputs the WCA data?  Carol manually goes through the data and sends it to the WCAs for them to check and authorise before she submits it via WDF.

Carol also explained that she often finds errors in the data she receives from the contractors and she is able to identify discrepancies and informs the contractors.  Following the issue raised earlier regarding linking the National data collection systems directly to the Weighbridge information, Carol raised concerns that classification of this data is not always accurate and she would want to review the data before it gets submitted to the National authority.

Julie-Ann Thompson works within a WCA and she reported that their experience is somewhat different to Bedfordshire County Council.  Often it is the WCAs chasing the WDAs to submit their data and check the WCA data. 
6.  Review of User Group membership

Due to a high level of demand from other local authorities who want to participate in the user group and the limit on the number of members to ensure the group is manageable, it was suggested that approximately once every year, 30%-50% of the members would be rotated off the group to allow new members to join.  Members who wished to step down were asked to inform Defra, Defra will then select members at random to step down if there are not enough volunteers.  A new membership list will be circulated and posted on the WDF website within the next couple of weeks. 
7.  Results of break-out sessions covering reports, annual questions, help
(i) Reports
· Format: having the reports in Excel format, as with the BVPI and online summary reports, was welcomed.  Excel allows further manipulation of figures and does not have the same limitations as a report in PDF format.  The lack of a graph in a report output was not considered a problem since a user could easily generate one in Excel.  

· One group suggested a report template system with the ability to tick on a particular tonnage question to generate individual reports. It would enable a range of different reports and the reports could also be generated from the C- variables.

· Benchmarking: all groups agreed that benchmarking reports are essential to monitor LA performance within family groups and across other authorities in England.  The proposal of allowing a large number of LAs to be selected for benchmarking was welcomed.

· In order to make the benchmarking reports more useful they could incorporate relevant LA grouping methods such as the Acorn classification system.  This would guide LAs on which LAs to benchmark against.  
· An alternative suggestion would be the ability to select authorities against which to benchmark not just by name but by e.g. population, number of households, population density.  Currently users must know by some other means which authorities are sensible ones to benchmark against.  It was suggested that APSE (the Association for Public Service Excellence) provides good benchmark reporting capability, and ought to be examined as an example of what WDF could do.  

· Establish a LA favourites list for reports.  This would allow the LA to quickly access reports that are required on a regular occurrence.

· It was suggested that new reports could display key statistics to assist LA waste policy colleagues and planners with quick information to inform new Waste Management Strategy plans.  Some specific report examples that were suggested:
i.  How many LAs use certain collection systems and the recycling rates they are achieving?
ii.  Percentage cover of kerbside collections

iii. Recycling rates from CA sites and Bring banks
iv. BMW to landfill over time against the BMW landfill targets.

· Time series: although the trend reports currently exist, members of the group would like to see more detailed reports which would perhaps work in conjunction with the suggested tick list template. This could be made for quarterly and yearly data.
· It was suggested that something like the CLG BVPI reporting function could be used as this enables flexibility when generating reports and allows for detailed time series analysis.

· External user access:  the reports could be accessed by external users provided the data had passed the relevant validation checks and had reached National level.  One group expressed concern regarding how the auditors would access WDF. It was suggested that a read only access could be granted for both auditors and for internal staff.  
(ii) Annual Questions (WDF qu8, 20, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 36)
· The groups acknowledged that the WasteDataFlow annual questions were generally not completed as Defra/EA did not chase them.  It was felt that the completion rate could be improved through the use of e-mail reminders and the provision of further guidance on these questions.  
· It was pointed out that where the annual questions were completed in 2005/6, they are still sitting at level 30 and were never validated.  It is important that LAs are informed that the annual questions will be validated for 2006/7.

· It was suggested that a letter could be sent to the finance directors and this would help the LA with data collection.

· The finance questions (WDF Q31&32) may prove to be an additional burden as it is often not the LA waste reporting officer who would collate this information so they would have to liaise with their finance team in order to input the relevant data.

· Additional guidance would be useful on completion of finance questions (links to CLG website).

· The group felt that Q20 ‘total quantity of materials LA sent to brokers/reprocessor for recycling?’ was repetitive and unnecessary as this information can be obtained from the quarterly questions – suggested removing it for 2007/8.

(iii) Help

· Guidance: The groups were happy with the online guidance and most had also used the guidance fact sheets and found them to be very helpful. 
· More guidance fact sheets will be needed when New Technologies come on line. 
· An interest was expressed in having a guidance sheet on WEEE made available in the near future to cover what any new reporting requirements for WEEE might be. 
· One group raised the issue that Tetra Pak recycling is expected to increase greatly, but there is no obvious category in which to record this in WasteDataFlow and help on this could be provided.  Those members recording this are putting it under “Other materials”.  When recycled, Tetra Pak cartons are split into paperboard, low-density polyethylene and aluminium foil, and (as with commingled materials), it should be ensured that these are consistently recorded. 
· Further information could usefully be provided by the Environment Agency with regard to recording of exports in WDF.  It was felt that it is often impossible to track materials to their final facility abroad and some pragmatic advice about the granularity of reporting that is acceptable and achievable ought to be given.  

· Helpline: Positive feedback was given for the help desk (telephone and email). 
· Training: rather than having regional workshops it was suggested that a single office for training would be useful. It was envisaged that the sessions would be open for all the UK, and would be held at least once a month. This would help with the issues of staff turnover and the LA would not be waiting for the next regional session to be held.

· A mentoring network could be set up in order to help neighbouring LA who have issues with their submissions.  This could also work with best practice LA representatives.

· In two-tier authorities, meetings between the WCAs and the WDA have proved to be very useful in sharing knowledge and ensuring consistency of reporting.  It was suggested that two-tier areas who had not arranged, or been encouraged to arrange, such meetings would benefit from doing so.  

(iv) LATS out-turns
· The group agreed that the online predicted outrun reports were useful.  If incorrect data have been fed through via the WCAs the WDAs can use the reports to identify where the errors lie.

· One member would like to see the predicted out turn take into account seasonality.  [Comment; for 2006/7 the EA methodology for predicted out-turns based on quarterly data does now take into account seasonality profiles for each authority, based on their 2005/6 returns]
· A full list of the EA site visits was thought to be useful, perhaps this could be placed on the site.

· EA roles and responsibilities need to be updated and communicated to the LA. 

· It was felt that it was important to have a point of reference for LATS figures that other authority staff (e.g. finance) could be shown, but the group considered it acceptable to have this on a website rather than in a letter from the EA.  

Action

· Members of the group were asked to email the WDF helpdesk if they had any suggestions for specific reporting requirements.
8. AOB

The next meeting will take place in September 2007

Appendix A

List of attendees, WDF User Group 7th March 2007
	UG member
	

	Gary Armstrong
	Enviros

	Julian Fox
	Enviros

	Amanda Norris
	Enviros

	Jane Hinton
	Defra, Environmental Statistics & Indicators

	Elly Watson
	Defra, Environmental Statistics & Indicators

	Tony Lord
	Defra, LATS policy

	LA Representatives
	

	Dave Hawes
	Barking & Dagenham LB

	Carol Williams
	Bedfordshire County Council

	Steve Didsbury
	Bexley

	Barbara Watts
	Buckinghamshire County Council

	Carolyn Partridge 
	Buckinghamshire County Council

	Peter Kirkbride
	City of Sunderland Council (on behalf of Colin Curtis)

	Eleanor McDonald
	Colchester Borough Council

	Justin Lomax 
	GMWDA (+ WCAs) (on behalf of Dave Langley)

	Frances Clephan
	Hampshire County Council

	Neil Conway
	Lancashire

	Sean Sweeney
	Manchester City Council

	Neil Ferris
	LARAC (on behalf of Nicole Atkinson)

	Jenny Line 
	Peterborough City Council (on behalf of Paul Sweenie)

	Julia-Ann Thompson 
	Richmondshire DC (on behalf of Sean Little)

	Apologies
	

	Malcolm Akroyd
	Calderdale MBC (WDA)

	Lynne Moore
	Canterbury City Council

	Philippa Scrafton 
	Darlington Borough Council

	Rachel Gibbs
	East Staffordshire Borough Council

	Colin Curtis
	Gateshead MBC

	Dave Langley
	GMWDA (+ WCAs)

	Andrew Baker
	Harrow

	Nicole Atkinson
	LARAC

	Paul Sweenie
	Peterborough City Council

	Sean Little
	Richmondshire DC (WCA)

	Kevin Glaze
	Staffordshire County council

	Richard Fisher
	Swindon Borough Council

	Roy Burton
	Warwickshire County Council


Appendix B
Break-out groups

Group A


Group B


Group C

Dave Hawes (c)


Peter Kirkbride (u)

Frances Clephan (d)

Barbara Watts (d)

Eleanor McDonald (c)

Jenny Line (u) 

Carolyn Partridge (d)

Justin Lomax (d)

Neil Conway (d)

Neil Ferris (u/LARAC)

Sean Sweeney (c)

Carol Williams (d)

Julie-Ann Thompson (c)

Steve Didsbury (u)

� The mass balance calculation for Unitary Authorities was incorporated within the online Summary report in October.  


� C-variables are ‘calculated’ variables.  These are summary statistics calculated & then stored within the WDF database from the underlying responses to individual questions.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/statistics/wastats/bulletin.htm" ��http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/statistics/wastats/bulletin.htm� 
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